One pacifist’s effort to learn
John Edgerton, August 2010
Good morning everyone.

65 years ago today, give or take a few days, people the world over were learning about one of the hugest events ever created by humans.  Two nuclear bombs had been dropped on Japan.

 
I categorize this event as huge, without reference to good or bad, for a reason.  If you were a resident on the outskirts of Hiroshima or Nagasaki in August of 1945 you would have seen a fireball of unimaginable magnitude soon followed by heat blasts, wind shocks and radiation raining death and destruction in proportions never before seen.  If you had any feelings or senses left, the grief and loss would have been beyond measure.  
On the other hand, during the spring and summer of 1945 millions of Allied troops were being amassed in the Pacific Theater in preparation for the dreaded land invasion of Japan.  So …
  … if you yourself were there in mid-1945, or if you are son or daughter of a service person who was in the Pacific Theater; you understandably might be pleased, delighted, even thrilled that the invasion was avoided.  And so, another war to end all wars had been ended.  Hooray!  Hooray? 

Well, now let’s jump ahead about 24 years.  It’s now late 1969, early 1970.  I was a happy camper.  I had just started grad school in physics at Purdue University.  I had a graduate teaching assistantship, I was working hard toward a career I enjoyed.  
Yet there was the Vietnam War.  Remember that, late 60’s, early 70’s, the Vietnam War.  Well, Vietnam was a long way away, and my 2-S, student, deferment had kept me out of the draft while an undergraduate.  Whew!
But it’s not that easy.  I was being challenged by two realities.  One is easy to describe.  That 2-S deferment will expire, either by time limitation, or by me graduating.  
Please bear with me while I describe the other reality I was facing.  Both my mom and dad were raised in the Religious Society of Friends, the Quakers.  I was born and raised Quaker. The fundamental belief in, “That of God in everyone,” is something I was proud to believe in; and I am still proud to believe in.  In my mind, that belief made it totally wrong to kill anyone, totally wrong to bear arms.  I suppose I could wiggle through the easy way and maintain student deferment until I was too old.  But that was not an approach that was true to me.  Instead, I wished to be honest to my heritage and beliefs.  So I had best file with the Selective Service as a Conscientious Objector, and do so soon.  In order to do that, I needed to be clear that I objected, on the basis of fundamental beliefs, to all wars.  It was easy to object to the Vietnam War.  Not so easy to object to the World War II.  
Well, in early 1970, I wrote my C. O. application. As I recall, I probably presented my belief of that of God in everyone, pointed out my Quaker heritage of not bearing arms, and discussed some of the impossibility of knowing, for sure, that the person you are about to shoot deserves to die anyway (whatever that may mean).  
It turns out that shortly after completing the application, I sustained an injury that made me physically unfit for service, classified 4F.  So, by the end of 1970, it was clear that I would not be drafted into the Armed Services.
But 1970, did not see the end of war.  1970 did not see the end of violence.  And I did not stop being (or at least trying to be) a pacifist.  So what shall I, and those who see war as fundamentally wrong, do?  
Well, when you hear a question like that part way into a reflection, you might expect to have all the answers cleared up by the conclusion.  I’m sorry to disappoint.  I don’t have all the answers, not for myself, and certainly I don’t have the answers for you.

What I will do is describe one tiny little example of trying to activate a loving, caring human interaction out ahead of, ahead of, the conflict, the anger, the hate.  Any of you frequent the gas station on Exchange at Delia, I think it is now called “Gas ‘N Save”?  It is just a few miles east of here.  I have for years.  That station is operated by folks of, I think, mid-eastern religious, Muslim, background.  Stop by on Friday afternoon, and you’ll find a big sign on the door, “Closed for Friday Prayers.”  And, get this, the gas pump does not have a credit card slot.  I have to go into the store and say hello to the fellow.  By now, we recognize each other, we often pass a kind remark or two.  

So, now we know each other as people with basic kindness in our hearts.  This makes it that much harder for extremism to capture our hearts, his or mine, cast the other person as less than human, and foment anger, hate, and violence between us.  Instead, we know each other first and foremost as kind, thoughtful people.
Well, one Quaker UU getting to know one Muslim probably will not bring world peace.  But each step of reaching out is another step of intentionally acting ahead of potential mistrust and anger, and instead building kindness and love.
Remembering War, Creating Peace

Rev. Tim Temerson

UU Church of Akron

August 8, 2010

Good morning. I want to begin by thanking John Edgerton not only for his wonderful reflection but also for his lifelong commitment to peace. John has followed his conscience and his faith, and John, I just want to tell you how much I respect and admire your determination, as you said in your reflection, to live your life as if God is in everyone.


August 6th, 1945. It happened in an instant. A blinding light, an enormous shock wave traveling 2 miles per second, and temperatures exceeding 5,000 degrees. And, then, the mushroom cloud, hovering over the city of Hiroshima, marking the dawn of the atomic age.


Within the city limits, the damage and devastation were beyond what anyone could have imagined. Over 100,000 killed by the bomb’s immediate power, with the death toll climbing to 200,000 over the next five years. And well over 2/3 of the city’s buildings were damaged or destroyed. The devastation was total.


Now, I don’t paint this grim picture in order to assign blame or to reopen historical debates about the decision to drop the atomic bomb. As John pointed out, there are strong feelings and arguments on all sides of this debate. I certainly have my own opinions but I must say that whenever I hear people engaging in these debates, I always wonder if their exclusive focus on the past is diverting us from asking even tougher questions about the present and about ourselves. In my view, the most important question coming out of the legacy of Hiroshima and Nagasaki is not who is to blame for the past, but rather how will humankind work together to create peace in the present.  


Sadly, this question not only remains unanswered, it is rarely even discussed. We often proclaim a desire for peace while humankind continues to prepare for and fight in endless wars. We live in a society and a culture of violence, and yet appear unwilling and powerless to change it. And while those who courageously advocate for peace are tolerated, their voices are most often marginalized and their ideas are usually ignored. Peace sounds nice in theory, they are told, but we must live in the real world - a violent and dangerous world. If I could sum up the prevailing attitude towards peace, it is that while peace would be nice, war and violence are inevitable.  


And yet, in spite of all the forces in our world working against peace, the dream of peace and the hope for peace are alive. They live in the stories of the children of Hiroshima  and children all across  the world who make those amazing peace cranes. They live in the lives of people like John Edgerton who boldly proclaim their opposition to all wars. And they live in the teachings and values of many of the world’s faith traditions – teachings and values that I believe point the way to a world of peace.


You see, what those faith traditions like the Quaker tradition John spoke of and our own Unitarian Universalism –what those traditions affirm is that in the midst of all that divides and separates humankind, we are one family. We are all brothers and sisters, all created with inherent worth and dignity, and all deserving of love and compassion. As John so beautifully puts it, God is in everyone and to harm one person is to harm the beauty and the divinity that lives in all.


And that’s precisely the reason why peace still eludes us. You see, rather than living from a place that recognizes and celebrates the unity, the dignity, and the deep connectedness of humankind, we choose instead to live as if we are strangers, adversaries, and enemies. Rather than being seen as opportunity to learn, to dialogue, and to build relationships, differences and disagreements become excuses to fight, to harm, and yes, even to kill. As Mother Theresa so beautifully put it, “If we have no peace, it is because we have forgotten that we belong to each other.”


But if Mother Theresa is right in saying that we have forgotten our deep connectedness, our brotherhood and our sisterhood, then it is possible that we can remember and recover it, and then begin to live together in peace.


But how can we remember, how can we create peace in our own lives and throughout the world. As our responsive reading from the Taoist tradition points out, we must begin with ourselves. There cannot be peace in the nations, in the cities, among neighbors, and in our homes unless there is peace in our hearts. So we need to practice, to pray, to breathe, and to smile. The Buddhist teacher and peace activist Thich Nhat Hanh makes a wonderful connection between peace and the power of a smile when he writes, “We cannot do anything for peace without ourselves being peace. If you cannot smile, you cannot help other people smile.”

Now as much as I believe in the power of a smile, our chances of creating peace in the world increase dramatically if we have a whole lot of people smiling along with us. And that’s precisely where faith traditions like Unitarian Universalism and communities like the UU Church of Akron come in.  I am so proud and inspired by the fact that our denomination just adopted a powerful statement of conscience on creating peace at our last General Assembly. This document is filled with ideas and potential actions we can take to become instruments of peace both within and beyond our walls. Copies of the Creating Peace Statement of Conscience are available on a table in Fellowship Hall. I hope you will stop by and take a look at it. And if you are inspired to action as I have been, and are interested in getting involved in peacemaking here at the UU Church of Akron, please speak to me after the service or contact me by phone or email.


Friends, creating peace will not be easy.  There are so many forces in this world pulling us in the other direction – a direction filled with cynicism, fear, and violence. But if we can find the courage, the faith, and the imagination to follow the path of peace, I believe we can make a difference. If we can live peace in our daily lives, practice peace in our families, our schools, and our workplaces, and work for peace in this congregation, in the Akron community, and throughout the world, we can create peace. So let the smiling begin!

Thank you so much for listening and blessed be.

